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There is a distinction between the term mudra and hastd or hastakarma; 
while mudrd belongs to the tantras and tantric sculpture, hasta or hastakarma 
pertains to the art of dance and historionics. In common colloquy this 
distinction is, of course, set aside, the word mudrd being applied indiscri- 
mately to all hand gestures whether in rituals, in dance or in icons. But to the 
discerning adept, hand gestures in dance are hasta or hastakarma and never 
mudrda, In Assam, the Vaishnava sattra circles use the Assamese word hat 
to signify hand gestures in dance, and they do not call them mudrd. The 
manipulation of the finger in dance stances is hat diyd, giving or showing of 
hands. Among the oj@ experts of the Ojd-pdali dance school, however, the word 
hasta or hat does not so very much obtain; they would generally say mudrd. 
This is perhaps because the o/ds of both the descriptions, Sukndnni (celebrating 
the deeds of the serpent goddess, Manasa) and Vyah-gowd (connected with 
the worship of eight-armed, white-complexioned Vishnu), are tantrics. 
They do not, for that matter, divert much from the tantric rituals and their 
dances are intricately connected with ritualistic performances. Some scho- 
lars would have three classes of hand gesture—vedic, tantric and histrionic. 


I came across a Vajrayani Buddhist ritualistic text in corrupt Sanskrit, 
in a manuscript, probably belongingto the 18th century A.D., with illustrations 
of tantric ritualistic mudrds in colour. They are associated with mystic formulae 
like om vajrapasa hrim, om vajrapuspe svaha, om vajrankusa ja, om vajra- 
naivedya svaha, etc., and represent such holy objects as pasa (noose), puspa 
(flower), ankusa (elephant’s goad), naivedya (offering), dhupa (incense stick), 
etc. These ritualistic mudrds were used wherever tantric rituals were observed. 
Reference might possibly be made to Tyra de Kleen’s Dutch work, Mudras 
op Bali : Handhoudingen der Priesters, describing with telling illustrations 
such tantric gestures as netra (eye), musti (first) puspa (flower), ghantd (bell), 
vajra (thunderbolt), ndrdcha (iron arrow), tritattva (the three reals), svikarana 
(acceptance), etc. 


The Sakta tantric text, Kd@likd-purdna, probably written in Kamartpa 
in the 11th or 12th century A.D. describes in its Chapter LXX one hundred 
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and eight mudrds : dhenu (cow), samputa (bowl) pranjali (jointed palms), 
bilva (wood apple), padmaka (lotus), n@racha (iron arrow), mundo (head), 
danda (stick), yoni (female organ), vandani (supplicating), mahamudrg (great 
mudra), mahdyoni (great or holy yoni), bhaga (female organ), putaka (funnel- 
like leaf bag), nisanga (variently, nihsanga), ardhachandraka (crescent), anga 
(limb) dvimukha (the two-faced), sankha (conch), mustika (fist) vajra (thunder- 
bolt), randhra (hole), satyoni (sestet yoni), vimala (the pure), ghata (pitcher), 
sikharini (excellent woman), tunga (the elevated), ardhapundra (upright mark 
on fore-head) sammilani (closing), kunda (pot-hole), chakra (discus), stila 
(javeline), simhamukha (lion's mouth), gomukha (bull’s mouth), pronnadma 
(the high-rising), wanamana (the getting up) bimba (disc, orb), pasupata (Siva’s 
bow), suddha (the pure), tyd@ga (sacrifice), sarini (the moving), prasarini 
(the extending), ugra (the terrible), kundalivytha (spiral formation), trimukha 
(three-mouthed), asivalli (sword’s blade), yoga (meditation), b/eda (cleaving), 
mohana (the enchanting), vdna (arrow), dhanu (bow), and tunira (quiver), 


The tantra goes on to say that the 108 mudrds have been especially 
praised by Brahma, and that all rituals (japa, pranayama, worship of gods, 
yoga, dhyana, ,asana) are fruitless without mudrdas. 


Among these only pranjali, padmaka, ,ardhachandraka and mustika 
are familiar as names of /astas in historionics; but then the other names in 
the list might very well come in, in course of the application (viniyoga) of other 
hastas. It would perhaps be interesting to know the forms of these mudrds. 
Let us take the text defining the four mudras, pranjali, padmaka, ardhachandra, 
and musti. 


‘‘When the palms of the two hands are joined and made into the shape 
of a trough (droni), kept as a cavity, it is called pranjali”’ (v. 37). 


‘‘When the edge (kerabha) of the two hands beginning from the wrist 
(manibandha), the two thumbs and the two small fingers are brought together, 
while keeping the other three fingers in either hands extending and free from 
each other, it is known as padma-mudrda, which can yield the fruits of the 
quadruple varga (viz., dharma or piety, artha or material wealth, kama or 
desires, and moksha or release)” (vy. 39-40). 


“The mudrda, that is formed by a little bending the little finger, ring-finger 
and middle finger of the right hand and by extending the fore-finger (tarjani) 
and the thumb of the same hand, has ardhachandra as its name; and it can 
propitiate the planets (graha)” (vv. 59-60). 


““Musti or mustika is called one of the nine varieties of anga-mudra. 
One can produce this anga-mudr@ by keeping the thumb of the right hand 
upright, then placing on it, and, embracing it with, the first of the left hand, 
of which the thumb is kept up. If in this very mudr the fingers are released 
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one at a time beginning with the little finger eight different mudrds are 
produced. Their names are dvimukha, musti, vajra, Gbaddha, vimala, ghata, 
tunga and pundra. With anga, tpe number becomes nine, which are associated 
with the nine mudras of Vishnu icons and of their ndyikds” (vv. 61-64). 


We might also perhaps compare these mudrds to the histrionic hastas 
of the same names, when we shall find that these mudrds and hastas essentially 
differ. 


In nritya, anjali is the placing together of two patgka hands (straight and 
closely placed fingers and thumb) on the sides, according to the Hastamukta- 
vali. In the Natyasastra the placing is not confined to the sides only and the 
Abhinavabhdrati commentary is very clear on this point. The Sangita-ratnakara 
and the Abhinayadarpana corroborate this point. Anyway, the Kalikd purana 
mudra pranjali is to be distinguished from the nritya anjali. 


There are two forms of ardhachandra in nritya : (1) The four fingers are 
bent, the thumb is also bent separately, thus making the shape of a bow 
(capa, as in the Natyasastra, kodandadanda as in the Hastamukt@yali). This 
definition is alike in the Na@tyasdstra and the Hastamuktdvali, while the 
Abhinayadarpana and Sangita-ratnakara do not specifically require the bend- 
ing of the fingers or the thumb. (2) The middle, ring and little fingers are all 
closed into a fist; and the fore-finger and thumb are separated, being put at a 
distance from each other (Hastamuktdvali). This hasta is called chandrakala 
in the Abhinayadarpana. 


Mustika is an asamyuta hasta in dance and is formed by closing the four 
fingers in a first with the thumb pressing on them. This is the same in the 
N&tyasastra and Hastamuktdyali, whilein the Abhinayadarpana the thumb 
comes only upon the middle finger. 


In nritya we have the single-hand padmakosa, with all the fingers and the 
thumb separated and bent towards the palm, and alapadma or alapallava 
with the five end members of the hand looser than in padmakosa. 


From a comparison it would be evident that the hastas and mudrds 
have two clear lines of development, and that while the hastas are simple and 
objective gesticulations, the mudrds have an intricate pattern, signifying the 
esoteric character of the rituals where they are employed. 
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